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Number teaches us thè nature of thè going out 
and thè return of thè soul. 

An omnivorous collector, Maurizio Pellegrin arranges constellations of objects 
whieh resonate with fertile associations. Through a process of cataloguing, 
compartmentalizing, and juxtaposing diverse elements within a geometrie 
framework, Pellegrin imbues thè materials he has gathered in his wide-ranging 
travels with a host of secreted meanings. The dress patterns, hat blocks, 
ledgers, picture frames, photographs, and shoe forms found in his 
arrangements imply a nostalgie sense of history that is underscored by an 
enigmatic symbolic code of numbers and a highly personalized process of 
wrapping and ordering. These vintage objects project a collective identity, one 
suffused with an intuitive understanding of thè value of memory and 
perception. Pellegrin eschews strictly secjuential patterns that are based on 
step-by-step logicai judgments; instead, he favors an intuitive approach. 
Essentially, his picture of reality is decoupled from thè clarity of structure that 
is one of thè chief virtues of language. The fragmented nature of Pellegrini 
carefully staged compositions echoes thè frustratingly fragmentary nature of 
contemporary consciousness, where discrete experiences and events seem to 
coexist in a dose but stubbornly detached proximity that makes any coherent 
overview difficult. In this sense, thè artisti private cosmology is a solution 
that allows him to combine many elements into an identity that becomes a 
multiplicity of one. 


1 Hugh of St. Victor, Didascalicon (trans. Jerome Taylor; New York, 1961), as quoted by 
Russell A. Peck, "Number as Cosmic Language," in Essays in thè Numericeli Criticism of Medieval 
Literature , ed. Caroline D. Eckhardt (Cranbury, New Jersey and London: Associated University 
Presses, 1980), 51. 



The city of Venice, where Pellegrin was born in 1956, is thè quintessential 
source for thè artist’s desire to meld early twentieth-century romanticism with 
late twentieth-century irony. The shadows of time and memory, which are 
rooted in this highly cultured city of water and light, inforni his work. His art 
is about dreams and possibilities told through utilitarian, even common objects 
which are very much representative of a certain time and place. Removed 
from this context, they are reexamined and redefined by contemporary 
associations. Springing from a "culture full of memories," and "referential to 
man and life, more spirit than intellect," his is an art of interdependent 
opposites: light and dark, rationality and spirituality, past and present. 

Within this struggle of opposites, one predominant element often serves to 
anchor a centrai metaphor established by thè artist’s related symbols and 
meanings: a pair of rowing oars used by Venetian gondoliers forms thè axis of 
Anni acerbi (Youthful Years), 1989, while a sexy red evening dress provides 
thè impetus for Angelo della notte (Angel of thè Night), 1989-90. However, 
each of these objects undergoes a gesture of obfuscation. A portion is 
concealed, wrapped with linen or silk, or stenciled with single numbers or 
numerical sequences. The function of this concealment is both decorative and 
calculated, intended to cement thè object in thè Viewer’s memory. In this 
sense, Pellegrin’s almost uniform rejection of thè temporality of present day 
materials (and thè commercial culture of consumerism they imply) defines his 
work as ameliorative. 


The role of personal memories is most evident in Anni acerbi , a tone poem 
alluding to thè ever-present interaction of water, light, and architecture that is 
unique to Venice. The framework of Anni acerbi outlines an allegory that is 
detailed by its components: two oars inscribed with thè name of thè founder of 
thè society of gondoliers; pre-World War I boxes from thè German newspaper 
Leipzieger News ; an ovai frame; a copy of Nostromo (an Italian version of 
Moby Dick); and various suggestively padded and wrapped forms. The overall 
composition is split on thè diagonal by thè oars, and each element is further 
bisected by wrapping in linen and black silk. Resolutely archaic, these 
materials are presented with a funereal grace that furthers Pellegrin’s notion 
of thè dual nature of time and tide, innocence and experience. In contrast to 
thè strong metaphor of male identity that underlies thè themes and materials of 
Anni acerbi , Angolature selettive (Selective Corners), 1988-89, and Angelo 
della notte both investigate notions of femmine sensuality. In Angolature 
selettive a black evening dress designed by thè French courtier Jean-Paul 
Gaultier, Italian dress hangers, and fragments of dress patterns prò vide 


2 Maurizio Pellegrin, interview with thè author, September 1991. 


















Pellegrin with thè ingredients to address thè notion of artist as fabricator and 
creator: a human with thè ability to create, through an aesthetic process, 
something similar to thè mythical animation of Galatea by Pygmalion/ 
Pellegrin energizes fabric and patterns, with their connotations of thè female 
body, by overtly inserting thè notion of male physicality. Endowed with an 
abundance of odd (male) numbers, thè pattern pieces take on thè role of body 
doubles that symbolize thè dual nature of humanity. This idea of male/female 
unity is also thè centrai focus of Angelo della notte , a paean to thè dual nature 
of romantic and erotic love. The red evening dress floats on a jet black field 
accompanied by ten rubber inner tubes—objects whose presence, for 
Pellegrin, suggest skinlike body surrogates. The third element of thè 
composition is a black-and-white photograph of thè artist and two friends, 
which punctuates thè black field like a window, creating a cinematic 
perspective where we can voyeuristically glimpse a private moment. This 
picture, selected by thè artist to reflect his personal recollection of friendship, 
reinforces and amplifies thè notion of body surrogates implied by thè dress 
and inner tubes. 


In Citta (Cities), 1990, thè rhythm of a modera urban habitat underpins thè 
syncopated composition, as thè artist again combines photographs with objects 
and numbers to achieve a mood that is both passionate and brooding. Citta is 
constructed almost like a painting: banners made from old linen tablecloths 
provide an open field upon which a scattered grid of wooden hat forms, ledger 
books, and bits of cloth are composed. Each ledger cover is wrapped in red or 
black, colors thè artist sees as thè complimentary opposites of rigor and 
passion. Bearing photographs of thè fashion and architecture of early 
twentieth-century Europe, thè ledgers are closed to our scrutiny. With no 
access to their interior content, we can only decode thè meanings of these 
objects from their partially concealed exteriors. In contrast, a sense of 
domestic harmony prevails in II terzo incomodo (The Third Inconvenience ), 
1991. Eroticism and chastity are thè twin implications of this work, where 
mature sensuality—embodied in thè clearly fetishized shoe forms—is played 
against thè childhood innocence suggested by thè image of a blindfolded toy 
bear. Pellegrin has arranged his elements to form thè rudimentary structure 
of a house. A row of shoe forms serves as thè foundation while a broken 
mirror, its shape reminiscent of a torso, represents thè physical body. Within 
this cluster of objects, a photographic image of a blindfolded bear provides an 
emotional center of vulnerability and trust. Here mirrored opposites and 
unsolvable doublé meanings, set within thè clearly recognizable structure of 
house and home, challenge us to read between thè lines to discern thè import 
of small events, where meaning is often ephemeral and hard to determine. The 


3 Pygmalion carved an ivory statue of a female form and fell in love with it. Aphrodite brought 
thè statue to life in response to Pygmalion’s prayer. 






































two elements of Gli amici della porta accanto (Next Door Friends), 1989, 
embody two neighbors who "meet and speak about their hopes and dreams." 4 5 6 
To Pellegrin, thè furniture—chests which are repositories for actual personal 
effects and thè dreams and memories which are suggested as thè appropriate 
content of a hope chest—symbolizes thè life of thè mind, while thè draped 
fabric represents thè world of perceptions. In The Stars Look Down , 1991, 
passion and human sustenance are expressed as a dynamic unity. The soft 
roundness of thè wooden bowls embody thè most basic elements—land, family, 
and nourishment. The egg-shaped ovai pillows reiterate and amplify these 
notions of regeneration and sensuality, balancing thè composition in a moment 
of equilibrium. 

Pellegrin often disguises or sabotages obvious meanings through his formai 
process of selection and rearrangement, obfuscation and revelation. "I created 
my own language because it was thè only thing I felt I could do," he has noted, 
"and being aware of this has lifted thè barriers of forethought and ideologies."'^ 
His materials nurture his belief that representative imagery or linear modes of 
communication cannot describe or define thè ambiguities of interior 
experience. Instead, he composes isolated images which, while carefully 
arranged in hierarchical, static compositions, seem to float in a dreamlike state 
where daily definitions and expectations are bound to time and space through 
thè metaphysics of numerology. Pellegrin’s numerical structure of reality 
combines a conception of an absolute, dimensionai space that is rooted in 
classical physics, as well as a notion of space and time as an emotional 
formulation of thè mind. His sense of time is multivalent, focusing on thè 
individuali understanding of existence as a personal continuum, as well as thè 
universal, ahistorical contiguousness that encompasses all humanity. 

Pellegrini numbering systems are tools that quantify and give meaning to thè 
artisti experiences, which he expresses through myths, metaphors, poetic 
images, similes, and allegories. Formally, his arrangements are patterned like 
thè seventeen syllables of a haiku poem (seventeen carefully chosen elements, 
each of which can carry a kaleidoscope of meanings), or a composition of 
endless variation of thè tones of thè musical scale. For example, The Stars 
Look Down is composed of seven very simple elements—four bowls and three 
ovals—that involve an unembellished, tightly limited color palette—naturai 
wood, red, and black. Each component bears a single black number which thè 
artist has stenciled on thè object, its wrapping, or, in some cases, both. 

Varying in size, these integers are signals of differentiation and individuality. 
Conversely, a work such as Angolature selettive achieves a nuanced unity 
through thè repeated numbers that adorn different pattern forms. The 


4 Maurizio Pellegrin, interview with thè author, September 1991. 

5 Maurizio Pellegrin, exhibition catalogue, All Galerie Thomas (Munich: 1990). 

6 Parallels between physics and mysticism are thoroughly discussed in Fritjof Capra’s The Tao 
of Physics: An Exploration of thè Parallels Between Modem Physics and Eastern Mysticism , 
(Boston: Shambhala Publications, Ine., 1975). 

























































stenciled numbers here are compound, not single, and are uniform in size, 
creating thè sense of a geometrie equation or a mapping strategy that 
structures content within thè rubric of an over all formai composition. An 
interpretive key to thè meaning of Pellegrin’s art might be as visual 
manifestations of riddles in a manner analogous to koans , thè nonsensical 
conundrums that are used to transmit thè teachings of Zen Buddhism. 7 8 
Pellegrin’s riddles, like koans , confront us with thè limitations of logie and 
reasoning by creating situations that cannot be understood through systems of 
deduction, but rather by intuitive induction. 


Mythic language is less restricted by logie and 
common sense - it is full of magic and of 
paradoxical situations, rich in suggestive images 
and never precise. 


Platonic, Pythagorean, and medieval cosmological theories also inform 
Pellegrin’s numbering systems. Within thè context of his assemblages, 
numbers name and quantify thè internai energy or spirit of thè material stuff 
of his sculpture. In numbering, thè artist is ascribing a name to thè spirit of 
each object. Basing his System on an understanding of gematric studies, thè 
medieval analysis of thè rhetoric of numbers, he compounds thè mystery of his 
material arrangements by overlaying a code that relates specifically to his 
personal history. According to Russell A. Peck’s "The Noble Art of Glossing 
Numbers," thè number one is thè "father of number: unity, both male and 
female, source of all numbers though not a number itself." The number nine is 
nearly perfect, thè "number of angels surrounding God’s throne, obtaining 
their perfection in His One." Nine is a "potent number and a circular number 
because it reproduces itself in multiplication." 9 10 Pellegrin often uses thè 
personal significance of numbers as a marker which helps guide him through 
thè development and unfolding of his work. For instance, thè repeated use 
of thè number 21 imports a reference to his birth date. He uses thè number 1 
to represent God, 9 for love. 


7 Koans "make us realize thè limitation of logie and reasoning. Irrational wording and paradoxi¬ 
cal content of these riddles make it impossible to solve them by thinking. They stop thè thought 
process and make thè student ready for thè non-verbal experience of reality." Capra, The Tao of 
Physics , 48. 

8 Capra, The Tao of Physics , 43. 

9 Russell A. Peck, "The Noble Art of Glossing Numbers," Appendix to "Number as Cosmic 
Language" in Essays in thè Numerical Criticism of Medieval Literature , ed. Caroline D. Eckhardt 
(Cranbury, New Jersey and London: Associated University Presses, 1980), 62. This eompendium 
provides a detailed analysis of cosmological and numerological significance in medieval bterature 
and art. 

10 Maurizio Pellegrin, exhibition catalogue, All Galerie Thomas. 















































I relax 

shifting these ordinary things 
placed on thè table 

and I question myself about thè futility, 
thè tired and astonished trembling 
of my face of air. 

I am removing thè pauses 

and it seems like thè senses were surprised 

at pride and solitude. 

I relax 

throwing my hands behind thè nape of my neck 
and thè smeli of my summer 
will return once more . 11 


Pellegrin’s work unfolds within a paradoxical territory between present and 
past, where thè shadows and reflections of events and activities can be 
manipulated to effect change. He expresses this territory within thè 
framework of his art by balancing a strictly formai sense of spadai composition 
against a content-laden idiom that only partially identifies thè meanings which 
reside in thè tangible objects he employs. Within thè context of his often 
puzzling juxtapositions, content coalesces as a supraliminal reality that, while 
quantifiable as a feeling or sensation, exists above thè threshold of 
consciousness. Pellegrin’s involvement with numbers embraces symbology 
while recognizing thè Science of numbers as a language used to understand thè 
construction of virtual space. Numbers and their visual analogues help us 
structure reality by giving us a System to shape and measure time and space. 
Numerical Sciences such as mathematics and geometry allow us to picture 
dimensionai space through perspective. Pellegrin’s art simultaneously mirrors 
thè illusionistic planes of a painting and thè three-dimensional space of 
sculpture, implying not only a point in space (thè number one), but a line 
(number two), a spadai reality (number three or thè first reai number), and a 
volume (number four). Incorporating numbers as a cosmic language allows 
Pellegrin to bridge thè gap between intellectual categorization and spiritual 
understanding that is at thè core of his art. 


Terrie Sultan 

Curator of Contemporary Art 


11 Maurizio Pellegrin, poem included in Angelo della notte (Angel of thè Night), 1989. 

12 In numerology, thè number one is a monad or thè "father of number," two (dyad) is thè 
"mother." Both are considered "unreal" numbers; thus three becomes thè first reai number as 
thè sum of one and two. The relationship of one as point, two as line, three as space, and four 
as volume is based on geometrie reasoning. Russell A. Peck, "Number as Cosmic Language," in 
Essays in thè Numerical Criticism of Medieval Literature , 23-24. 





















Maurizio Pellegrin 

Maurizio Pellegrin was born in Venice, Italy in 1956. 
He attended thè Academy of Fine Arts in Venice and 
received a Laurea in Lettere from thè Department of 
History and Contemporary Art at thè University of 
Venice. He lives and works in Rome. 
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Checklist 

height x width x depth 


Angolature selettive (Selective Corners), 1988-89 
117 elements: ink, tempera, graphite on paper, various 
objects, photograph 
157 x 315 inches (398.8 x 800.1 cm) 

Courtesy Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 


Anni acerbi (Youthful Years), 1989 

44 elements: acrylic on padded canvas, various objects 

94.5 x 126 inches (240 x 320 cm) 

Courtesy Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 


Gli amivi della porta accanto (Next Door Friends), 1989 
4 elements: ink on fabric, period furniture 
76.75 x 35.5 x 49.25 inches (195 x 90 x 125 cm) 
Courtesy Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 


Angelo della notte (Angel of thè Night), 1989-90 
17 elements: acrylic and graphite on wood, photograph, 
padded canvas, rubber tube, cloth 
110.5 x 97 inches (280.7 x 246.4 cm) 

Collection of Alan Dinsfriend, Boston 


Citta (Cities), 1990 

35 elements: acrylic, cloth, hat molding forms, objects 
on linen banners 

110.25 x 161.5 x 7.75 inches (280 x 410.2 x 19.7 cm) 
Courtesy Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 

Il terzo incomodo (The Third Inconvenience), 1991 
23 elements: acrylic on wooden shoe forms, mirror, 
cloth, framed photograph 
87 x 79 inches (221 x 200.7 cm) 

Courtesy Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 


The Stars Look Down , 1991 

7 elements: acrylic on fabric, paper, wooden bowls, rope 
78.75 x 73 x 8 inches (200 x 185.4 x 20.3 cm) 

Courtesy Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 
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Corinto: Angolature selettive , 1988-89; Gli amici della 
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Jennifer Kotter: Il terzo incomodo , 1991. 

Bill Orcutt: Anni acerbi , 1989. 














